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DEFEAT IN VICTORY: YANKEE EXPERIENCE
IN EARLY CIVIL WAR JACKSONVILLE
by R ICHARD A. M ARTIN *

something of an irony that Jacksonville, a sleepy town
I removed
from the major centers of agitation prior to the
T IS

Civil War, was affected so directly by the passions raging across
the land. Jacksonville was settled by people from all parts of
the country, many of whom earned a living catering to a cosmopolitan mix of travellers, including many from foreign lands.
With a resident population about one-third southern, one-third
northern, and one-third slave, Jacksonville was, in effect, a kind
of national microcosm where the prevailing political controversies were acted out to their logical and disastrous ends.
The experiences of Otis Little Keene are a case in point. His
diaries and journals record the tragedy of a Northerner torn
between childhood loyalties and newfound life and friends in a
southern town, who found himself unable to control events and
who ultimately was forced into a course of action he neither
planned nor desired.1
*

Mr. Martin is a professional writer in Jacksonville and the author of
several historical works including The City Makers and Consolidation:
Jacksonville, Duval County, The Dynamics of Urban Political Reform.
He has also written histories of Silver Springs and Jacksonville’s St.
Luke’s Hospital.

1. The Keene collection consists of thirty-two volumes. One is a diary by
Waite Wadsworth Keene, father of the subject, which records events in
Bremen, Maine, for the years 1848-1853. Another is a scrapbook which
contains nothing of historical value. A third volume is a journal in
which Keene tells of a trip from Washington to Bremen in 1864, carrying home the body of a brother killed in action with the 20th Maine
Regiment. A fourth volume contains various records pertaining to
Keene’s management of the Judson House in Jacksonville during the
years 1856-1862 and miscellaneous cash records to 1866. The remaining
twenty-eight volumes are diaries for the years 1863, 1864, 1865, 1866,
1868, 1869, 1870, 1871, 1872, 1873, 1874, 1875, 1876, 1877, 1878, 1880, 18811886, 1887, 1888, 1891, 1892, 1893, 1894, 1903, 1905, 1908, 1909, and 1910.
Keene left five diaries to friends, according to his will in Probate Records, Duval County Courthouse; and it is likely that his wife passed
others along to heirs named in her will, which would account for some
of the missing years. See files 3623-D and 3624-D in Estate Administration Department probate records, Duval County Courthouse, Jacksonville.

[1]
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Born at Bremen, in Lincoln County, Maine, May 23, 1830,
Keene was the third of six children. His parents were Huldah
Twuant and Waite Wadsworth Keene.2 As a child he wandered
over the area of Lake Webber, near which the family farmstead
overlooked fields of corn and barley and forests of aspen, birch,
oak, maple, and ash. But the sea called to him strongly, and on
September 12, 1848, he left home to work in W. S. Southard’s
grocery store in the seaport town of Damariscotta, Maine. Five
years later, almost to the day, Keene was initiated into Alna
Lodge 46 of the Masonic Order, in Damariscotta, beginning a
lifelong interest in masonry which eventually earned him the
highest honors as a thirty-third degree mason, and Grand Commander (in 1904) of the Grand Commandery of Florida.3
It was Keene’s interest in masonry which led him to Florida.
On June 24, 1854, he left Maine for his first trip South, as part
of a delegation from Alna Lodge attending a masonic convention
in Richmond, Virginia. More than half a century later Keene
still remembered that trip fondly; and it is likely that when he
returned home that summer thoughts of a move to the South
entered his mind for the first time. 4 One of his friends in
Damariscotta was A. Judson Day, a businessman who at that
time was involved in completing construction of a hotel in Jacksonville. Keene talked with Day, negotiated a job, and on September 26, 1855, was sailing from Maine for Jacksonville and a
position as manager of the Judson House, at that time the
newest, largest, and most luxurious hotel in Jacksonville.5
It is said that Day built the Judson House for $125,000, which
would have represented an enormous investment in antebellum
Jacksonville.6 The scope of Day’s venture is illustrated by the
fact that Northeast Florida’s first planing mill was established
in 1852 by John Clark when he secured the contract to provide
the lumber required to construct the Judson House.7 The hotel
Jacksonville Metropolis, September 26, 1910; Diaries, 1909 appendix.
Diaries, September 12, 1868; September 12, 1908; September 16, 1903;
Jacksonville Metropolis, September 26, 1910.
4 . Diaries, June 24, 1908.
5. Jacksonville Metropolis, September 26, 1903.
6. T. Frederick Davis, History of Jacksonville, Florida and Vicinity, 1513
to 1924 (St. Augustine, 1925; facsimile edition, Gainesville, 1964), 486.
7. Wanton S. Webb, ed., Webb’s Historical, Industrial and Biographical
Florida, Part I (New York, 1885), 135. Dressed lumber was available
prior to this date, but it was prepared by hand locally. Some planed
lumber also was shipped in by sea.
2.
3.
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opened in November 1854, and, according to Keene, “It was 136
feet front on Bay Street and 136 on Julia, four stories high. It
contained 110 sleeping rooms, two fine parlors, reading room,
spacious office, and dining room 80 x 40 feet, and all the necessary appointments for an up-to-date hotel at that time. It had
two piazzas, lower and upper, on both fronts, making over 500
feet of piazza front. The ground below Bay Street, on the riverfront, also belonged to the hotel, and was used as a garden to
grow vegetables.“8
Keene was a bachelor of twenty-five when he arrived in Jacksonville, October 5, 1855. The town at that time had a population
of less than 2,000, but already had developed a modest reputation
as a resort for health-seekers, invalids, and the hardier breed of
tourists and sportsmen. The Crespo House, Buffington, and
Taylor House vied with the Judson House for this transient
trade, but the latter was by far the most popular. It also was one
of the single most valuable business properties in Jacksonville, a
town which could boast of only nine brick business structures,
one of which (the Sammis Block) housed the rooms of the city
government and the customs house. The only public building
was the courthouse, a two-story wood structure on the northeast
corner of Forsyth and Market. There was also a small brick building, called the Jug, which served as a jail. The post office operated out of a small building which actually was Postmaster
William Grothe’s jewelry store. Mail was delivered twice weekly
by steamboats operating out of Charleston and Savannah, and
a stage line offered overland services twice weekly to Tallahassee.
These routes, Keene later recalled, were “the only way to arrive
or depart from here North, unless one chose to walk.“9
Keene did not regard Jacksonville as a particularly attractive
town. There were few fine residences, and sand predominated,
soft and deep in the broad streets, and on dry days teams of
oxen and horses kicked up dusty clouds which settled like fine
powder everywhere. Despite this, Keene later recalled, “Not
much attention was given to flower gardens or grass lawns. Most
of the dwellers cut all the grass up to the sand, so that snakes
could not get in the yards.” But the broad, boulevard-like ex8. Jacksonville Metropolis, December 12, 1908.
9. Ibid.
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panse of the main thoroughfares, lined in places with oaks and
magnolias, redeemed the drab landscape. Lush groves of trees
served both as civic ornaments and recreation areas. Bay Street
parted to pass around each side of one such grove, between
Liberty and Washington Streets, and there, on July 4, 1856, there
was a grand Independence Day celebration with Colonel J. C.
Hemming as featured orator.10 The occasion was typical of local
amusements. “The people were refined, hospitable and social.
‘Picnics,’‘marooning’in the summer, dances, oyster-roasts in the
winter, pleasures which all could partake of were frequent,” a
contemporary wrote of the times.11
As manager of the Judson House, Keene drew a salary of
$35.00 a month in 1855 and 1856. This was raised to $50.00 in
1857, and to $70.00 the following year. It was enough to support
a wife; and on June 15, 1858, Keene married Abbie Hurd Dunham, formerly of Vinland, New Jersey. A month later, Mrs.
Keene was on the Judson House payroll as housekeeper at a
salary of $30.00 per month. With a combined income of $1,200
annually, excluding commissions and earnings on investments,
the Keenes could consider themselves among Jacksonville’s most
affluent families.12 They were also fortunate in other respects.
Management of Jacksonville’s leading hotel conferred considerable prestige in the business community, and apparently the
Keenes were well-received socially.
Keene was a charter member of the exclusive Jacksonville
Light Infantry, organized April 30, 1859. Commanded by Dr.
Holmes Steele, Jacksonville’s physician-mayor, the Light Infantry’s roster included scions of some of the town’s leading
families. Northern members included a number of the wealthiest
and most successful business and professional men in town, most
13
of whom served in the ranks. Years later, Keene recalled: “Our
10. Ibid.
11. Jacksonville Tri-Weekly Florida Sun, January 22, 1876.
12. Miscellaneous Record Book, 1856-1866. Keene’s investments included
money-lending. In 1861 he held notes totaling $512.17 for loans to T. O.
Holmes, Dr. W. M. Bostwick, Lodwick Warrock, and J. A. Peden.
13. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, September 26, 1908, contains a letter
from Keene written to Captain Mellen C. Greeley, when the latter was
attempting to reorganize the Light Infantry. Davis, History of Jacksonville, 458-59, bases his antebellum sketch of the unit on this letter, but
through an obvious typographical error lists the founding year as 1857.
Dr. Holmes Steele, founder of the Light Infantry, did not come to
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armory was in a hall in a frame building that stood just east of
the . . . Judson House [north side of Bay, between Hogan and
Julia streets] where we met and drilled. Our favorite place for
drilling was in a grove of trees between Hogan and Laura on
Forsyth Street. We had handsome uniforms, coat of blue cloth,
with three rows of brass buttons in the front, and high caps with
black pompons, also white pants in warm weather, other times
blue.”
The first street parade was July 4, 1859. The men marched to
East Jacksonville, where they participated in target practice for
two hours. “It was a hot July day, and with our heavy coats and
guns, you can imagine that we looked and felt as though we had
been in a bath, but we all enjoyed it.” According to Keene, the
ladies of Jacksonville in May 1860, “made us a beautiful silk flag.
It was presented . . . with a fine speech that Capt. Steel [sic] responded to in his usual fine manner, after which we marched to
a boat at Bisbee and Canova’s dock, and went to Clifton . . .
where we had target practice and lunch. . . . On our return to
the city we paraded the streets as we felt proud of our beautiful
flag.“14
In January 1861, after Florida seceeded, Governor John
Milton ordered the company to duty. “A detachment was sent
to St. Augustine under Sergt. [John B.] Oliveros and others, who
got four 32-pound guns out of the old fort, put them on log
carts and brought them to . . . Mayport on a high sand dune at
the mouth of the run, so-called, where they were placed in a fort
which the company constructed under the direction of Capt.
John L’Engle, a retired U.S.A. officer.” Keene noted that at the
time, “from just below Mayport to the mouth of the creek was a
ridge of sand dunes, in some places 25 feet high, covered with
palmetto and other growth, and the run was a deep creek that
Jacksonville until 1858. See Webster Merritt, A Century of Medicine in
Jacksonville and Duval County (Gainesville, 1949), 51. See also probate
records in File 1916-D, Holmes Steele, Estate Administration Department,
Duval County Courthouse, Jacksonville. These records reveal that Steele
purchased cloth for uniforms, belts, buttons, boots, pistols, and other
equipment in connection with the Light Infantry in the period JulyOctober 1859.
14. The flag presented to the men in 1860 was a battle flag, with the words
“Let Us Alone” embroidered on it in the manner of the Florida flag of
1845. The ladies of Jacksonville also presented the unit with a Confederate flag in 1861. Merritt, Century of Medicine, 52; Richard A.
Martin, The City Makers (Jacksonville, 1972), 28-29, 32, 37.
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went up to and just behind the lighthouse. The company was
ordered to Fort Steel [sic] in detachments until about April,
when they were all ordered there [to stand guard against the
Union naval blockade]. . . . The only time that the long roll
was beaten was when a big pile of brush came drifting in with
the tide one night, as the sentinel thought it was a launch from
the Wabash [Federal warship] . . . and gave the alarm. We were
all called out and drawn up in line on the beach to give the
invaders a warm welcome. When it was near enough we saw it
was only a pile of brush. . . . The worst enemies we met were the
mosquitoes and sand flies.“15
Keene’s political leanings were not yet well-defined. It is
likely that he had mixed emotions about secession, as did many
others in Jacksonville. Although his roots and family were in the
North he was building a new life for himself in the South. When
track was completed on the Florida, Atlantic & Gulf Central RailRoad between Jacksonville and Lake City on March 13, 1860, a
series of celebrations followed, including excursions aboard the
new line for the people of the two towns. These festivities were
highlighted by a ceremony at the Judson House, attended by a
number of dignitaries, in which two southern ladies mingled
the waters of the St. Johns River and Lake DeSoto, symbolizing
the bond the rails had created between the two Florida communities. 16
The changing political climate in Jacksonville was clearly
revealed on May 15, 1860, less than two months after the railroad ceremony. On that date local Democrats staged a mass meeting in town, declaring: “we are of the opinion that the rights of
the citizens of Florida are no longer safe in the Union and we
think that she should raise the banner of secession and invite her
Southern sisters to join her.“17
A few months later, in October 1860, Captain Steele of the
Jacksonville Light Infantry, published an appeal for volunteers:
“The times, gentlemen, are ominous; and while viewing the
signs, let us in peace prepare for war, for though no evil may
come, yet it is the imperative duty of the state to arm.“18 As
15. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, September 26, 1908.
16. Jacksonville Metropolis, December 12, 1908.
17. William Watson Davis, The Civil War and Reconstruction in Florida
(New York, 1913; facsimile edition, Gainesville, 1964), 41-42.
18. Tallahassee Floridian and Journal, October 26, 1860.
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tensions mounted “the bitterness of the slaveholders became daily
more evident,” a Jacksonville Unionist observed. But he added
that it was not until after Lincoln’s election, November 7, 1860,
that “the more bitter and violent of the slaveholders and politicians began to use their influence . . . to arouse . . . the more
inflammable portion of the people.“19
Although life became uncomfortable for northern Unionists,
it remained bearable as long as a “sensible majority” existed in
Jacksonville opposed to secession. But this faction was thoroughly
intimidated after Florida seceded January 10, 1861 and from
that time on, change came swiftly. Unionists no longer dared to
speak their minds as a “reign of terror gained full swing” against
them. Some who expressed their convictions privately to friends
found themselves openly denounced and betrayed when those
confidants found it expedient to cross the line. Others who
kept quiet soon found that “silence was a crime.” It was not
enough to be non-commital; a man had to declare his loyalty to
Florida or suffer the consequences.20
In January 1861, the Jacksonville Light Infantry entered
state service, carrying Keene along with the others to Fort
Steele. There is no way of knowing whether Keene was merely
engaging in a subterfuge for survival, out of fear for his own and
his wife’s safety or because he sought to protect the Judson House.
But, he stood shoulder-to-shoulder with his comrades when, by
his own account, they readied their guns to fire on an invader
they belived to be a Federal vessel. It seems likely that whatever his feelings, Keene for the moment had been swept along
by a tide of events and circumstances too strong to resist, and
that partly out of preference he had cast his lot with his southern
friends.
By Keene’s own admission, it was not until August 1861,
when the Light Infantry was mustered into the Confederate
States Army as Company A, 3rd Florida Infantry, that he made
any move to disassociate himself from the Confederate cause.
Even then, his reasons for doing so were not political. He resigned, he said, “because I could not close my hotel.” And he left
19.

Calvin L. Robinson, “An Account of Some of My Experiences in Florida
During the Rise and Progress of the Rebellion,” 2, typescript copy in
author’s possession, courtesy of Harold R. Clark of Jacksonville.
20. Ibid., 3-4.
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without bitterness, carrying away memories of “pleasant times”
with the company and pride in his more than two years of active
service.21 Keene could not have known, as he returned to Jacksonville, that within a few months his hotel would be a smouldering
ruin, and that he and his wife would be threatened by death.
Keene himself is silent on what happened, but obviously he
had made himself conspicuous as a Northerner when he left the
ranks of the Light Infantry. In the prevailing mood of the day
this alone would have tended to arouse suspicion and polarize
sentiment against him. His resignation may even have inspired
resentment among some of his former comrades-in-arms, but it
is likely that he would have calculated the effects of his action
before making a move so fraught with the possibility of disastrous
consequences. Up to this point compromise with secession had
done no real harm; his drills with the Light Infantry, and even
his service at Fort Steele, had amounted to little more than games
men play. But enlistment in the Confederate Army was something else again. Did Keene realize that this was a step he could
not take in good conscience, no matter what the consequences?
Whatever the case, it is obvious that Keene was a man
tormented by cruel options, called upon to demonstrate his convictions while his life and property hung in the balance. It was
a grim situation, but not unique. Every free person in Jacksonville, whether Northerner or Southerner, faced the same decisions, although some had more to lose than others.
The mood of Jacksonville in this tragic period is wellchronicled from a Unionist point of view by Calvin L. Robinson, a Vermonter, who had settled in the town in 1859 and
quickly established himself as a leading merchant. While Keene
was still drilling and parading with the Light Infantry in 1860,
and hosting civic ceremonies at his hotel, Robinson was reporting a different kind of experience. After the summer of 1860,
Robinson stated, his loyalty to “the old flag”’and his outspoken
opposition to secession, placed his life and property in jeopardy.
He lived under constant fear of violence from rabid secessionists,
21. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, September 26, 1908. “I have always
felt proud that I was a member of the J.L.I.‘s,” Keene wrote in his
letter to Capt. Greeley, published on this date. But the letter was written
half a century later. Keene’s fragmentary records in Miscellaneous Record Book, 1856-1866, indicate he probably owned part interest in the
Judson House at the time of his resignation.
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among them a furtive band of vigilantes who made life miserable
for him after he was labelled an abolitionist, a term which “signified everything that was vile and abhorrent to Southern
people.“22
Following Florida’s secession early in 1861, Robinson became
sufficiently alarmed for the sake of his family and property to
join a newly-organized home guard company, acting for a time
as drillmaster to a squad of recruits. “We, however, refused all
regular organization or enrollment,” Robinson said. Jacksonville’s Unionists also resisted an attempt to require all northernborn residents to take an oath of allegiance to the Confederacy,
an attempt that failed because some Northerners “favored the
rebellion,” and certain Southerners opposed it. Thereafter, Robinson said, feelings became more bitter, and a “brutal” element
of “ruffianism” emerged. Members of the local vigilance committee threatened Robinson’s life on several occasions, and attempted to extort money from him in exchange for his family’s
safety. Similar attempts were successful against other northern
men, but Robinson armed himself and converted his home into
a fort rather than submit.23
Meanwhile, there were other things to be concerned about.
The outbreak of war brought on an economic recession in the
summer of 1861, caused in part by the Union blockade of southern ports. Regular steamboat service between Charleston, Savannah, and Jacksonville was suspended, making it virtually impossible for people to leave. It was difficult enough to transport
personal belongings, let alone goods stocked in stores and warehouses. In any case, the latter was forbidden by Confederate port
agents on the grounds that all supplies were needed for the war
effort. Though it might have been possible for men like Keene
and Robinson to return North, they would have had to leave
most of their belongings behind. The outlook was not much
better for those who remained. At the least, they faced possible
confiscation of their property or forced sales of their valuables
for Confederate or state “war currency.“24
Craftily, Robinson began converting every cent he could into
22.
23.
24.

Robinson, “Account of Some of My Experiences,” 2.
Ibid., 5, 7-9, 12-13.
Ibid., 15-16. Jacksonville Tri-Weekly Florida Sun, January 27, 1876, describes the recession of 1861.
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“southern bank money,” some $12,000 of which he managed to
accumulate and bury in bottles in his back yard. He hid valuable
goods beneath piles of empty boxes in his warehouse, hoping
they would escape detection until they could be smuggled North
or reclaimed when conditions improved. Although he discharged
a work force of twelve clerks at his store and warehouse when
business began to fall off, Robinson continued operating his
lumber mill after war was declared, storing the finished boards
in sheds in the belief “that when the war was over Southern
pine lumber would bring high prices, and at all events would
be a safer investment that the aforesaid [worthless] currency.“25
Whereas Robinson was saddled with goods he valued at
$70,000,26 Keene’s personal property was in cash or negotiables.
Living at the Judson House, the Keenes probably owned very
little furniture and might have packed and left almost on impulse, after appointing a local agent to manage the hotel until
conditions improved. But they remained, although the hotel
probably was nearly vacant after the steamboats stopped running.
Again questions occur. Was Keene trying to make the best
of a bad situation by sticking it out with friends in Jacksonville? Would he have remained in the secessionist camp had
events turned just a bit differently? And how many were there
like him in Jacksonville, sitting a precarious fence, waiting to
see which way the wind might blow?
When news reached Jacksonville of the occupation of Fernandina by Federal troops on March 4, 1862, “The greatest
excitement prevailed,” according to Robinson. He remembered
southern soldiers straggling into Jacksonville with stories of
narrow escapes they had made from capture by northern gunboats which could “run anywhere there was a heavy dew.” As
these stories circulated, “many families at once commenced
leaving Jacksonville, hurrying their effects toward Lake City and
other points along the railroad,” Robinson said.27
Robinson, “Account of Some of My Experiences,” 13-18. Robinson was
able to redeem his southern bank notes after the war for about fifty-five
to sixty-five cents on the dollar. He realized about $7,000 from northern
cotton speculators who found that some planters in the South still preferred the old currency over greenbacks after the war.
26. Ibid., 13.
27. Ibid., 19. At this time, according to the 1860 census, there was a population of 2,018 in Jacksonville and 4,912 in Duval County, including 1,987
slaves. The white population was about half southern and half northern,
25.
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Responding to the crisis, Jacksonville Mayor Halstead H.
Hoeg published a proclamation on March 7 in which he admitted that the town would not be defended if the Federal
army advanced up the St. Johns River. But he also pointed out
that “It is the opinion of our most experienced and intelligent
citizens . . . that if the enemy meet with no resistance, private
property will be respected, and unarmed citizens will be allowed
to pursue their usual occupations.“28
Jacksonville settled down, but not for long. The Federal
commander at Fernandina, Brigadier General Horatio G. Wright,
already was planning to send an expeditionary force up the St.
Johns River. Its objectives would be the capture or destruction
of several batteries of artillery, among them some guns which
had been carted off by Confederates in their retreat from Fernandina, and others at Fort Steele and atop St. Johns Bluff. This
done, General Wright’s plan called for the “capture” of Jacksonville, but only “for purposes of reconaissance,” after which
“the troops shall be withdrawn.” If Jacksonville was to be occupied, it would be only for as long as necessary to carry out the
expedition’s primary objective, the destruction of enemy strong
points commanding the St. Johns.29
The Confederate command, meanwhile, already had decided
not to risk any major confrontation in Northeast Florida. Accordingly, the troops holding Fort Steele and their St. Johns
Bluff position were ordered to evacuate and fall back on a defensive line about ten miles north of Jacksonville. There, elements of the 3rd Regiment of Florida Volunteers, under Colonel
W. S. Dilworth, were preparing to make a stand out of range of
any Federal gunboats which might appear on the river.30
according to most contemporary accounts. This meant the town was
about equally composed of white Southerners, slaves, and white Northerners.
28. “Instructions from the mayor to the citizens of Jacksonville, in view of
the occupation of that place by the Union forces,” in U. S. Naval War
Records Office, Official Records of the Union and Confederate Navies in
the War of the Rebellion, Series I, Volume 12 (Washington, 1901),
600-01. Hereinafter cited as ORN. See also Davis, History of Jacksonville,
116-17.
29. Wright to Thomas W. Sherman, March 7, 1862, in U. S. War Department. The War of the Rebellion: A Compilation of the Official Records
of the Union and Confederate Armies, Series I, Volume VI (Washington,
1882), 239, House Documents, 47th Cong., 1st sess., No. 63, 239. Hereinafter cited as ORA.
30. Robert E. Lee to J. H. Trapier, March 1, 1862, ORA I; VI, 403-04; W. S.
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Two days before the Federal expedition arrived off the mouth
of the St. Johns on March 9, the Jacksonville Light Infantry
buried their guns, hastily abandoned Fort Steele, and began a
withdrawal toward Jacksonville.31 Bone-weary, haggard, and
dispirited, the troops made their way on foot and by boat in a
sad procession that must have unnerved settlers along the river
who saw them pass. They were joined by the men of the Duval
County Cowboys who had been stationed at St. Johns Bluff and
were now destined to become Company F in Colonel Dilworth’s
3rd Florida Regiment.
As these men straggled through town in the growing dusk of
that long day, a grim drama was being enacted at a small shipyard off Bay Street east of Jacksonville. There, for many months,
a former United States Navy commander, named Farrand, had
been armor-plating a 600-ton steamer to convert it into an ironclad for the Confederate Navy. It was a work every loyal Southerner and some reluctant Yankees, in Jacksonville and Duval
County had shared in, by contributing every available scrap of
iron for Commander Farrand’s forges. Everything from nails to
iron fences and cooking utensils had been melted and hammered
into plates to armor the hull, but the work had not progressed
sufficiently to move the vessel. Now it became Farrand’s sad duty
to destroy the unfinished gunboat rather than see it fall into the
hands of the invaders. Sitting high on its stocks on the banks of
the river (approximately at present Bay and Georgia streets), the
vessel could not be scuttled, so preparations were made to burn
it. Not until darkness had settled over Jacksonville, about nine

31.

Dilworth to T. A. Washington, April 15, 1862, ORA I: VI, 131-32. Although the works at Fort Steele had been completed, the position at St.
Johns Bluff was unfinished when the order to evacuate arrived. William
Budd, master and commanding officer of the Federal gunboat Ellen,
ordered to investigate the bluff later, reported that he “found two
earthworks, one intended for four and the other for three guns, both in
an unfinished state; also seven houses for the accomodation of troops, a
large quantity of lumber, some unfinished platforms, and tools,” and six
heavy guns with ammunition. Budd to T. H. Stevens, March 13, 1862,
ORN I:12, 699.
James Esgate, Jacksonvlle: The Metropolis of Florida (Boston, 1885), 17,
says the cannon were buried, apparently because there was no transport
available. The Federals, however, had no trouble finding them. After
Fort Steele was occupied, and later abandoned by a company of the
U.S. 4th New Hampshire Regiment, the Federals reported that “the
batteries abandoned by the enemy . . . [at Fort Steele] were destroyed
and their carriages and platforms burned.” Wright to A. B. Ely, April
13, 1862, ORA I:VI, 124.
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o’clock on the night of March 9, did the work of destruction
begin as torches were applied to the gunboat.32
And so the war came to Jacksonville— without glory or
heroics in the face of shot and shell; but rather, meanly, in the
crackle and roar of a spoiling fire that was a harbinger of worse
things to come. The deepest fears of the people now were confirmed. The time for decision had come for those who had argued
sometimes politely in the comfort of their homes, sometimes
heatedly on the streets and in their shops. No longer would words
suffice; men would be judged by their actions. Now, according to
Robinson, “a large number of the ruffian portion of the population— consisting of members of the Vigilant Committee, men who
had little or no property to be burned, insisted on burning the
town, and that everbody should flee to the country. Now the
wildest excitement prevailed. Every sort of vehicle was pressed
into service hurrying household goods and merchandise towards
the [railroad] depot, and families . . . were hurrying off in the
greatest haste. This panic extended to nearly all of the Southern
population; but most of the Northern citizens and some of the
large property holders among the Southern people objected to
leaving the city.“33
Shortly afterwards, Robinson learned from Southerners
friendly to him, that his property “and that of the Judson Hotel
were to be destroyed by the rebel forces and that I and my best
and trusted friend and confident, Judge [Philip] Fraser . . .
would be murdered, if we were found in town, by those troops
32. Robinson, “Account of Some of My Experiences,” 16-17, tells how Confederate agents ransacked Jacksonville to find iron for the gunboat.
Diaries, March 9, 1909, March 9, 1910; Esgate, Jacksonville, 17-18, mention the gunboat. Keene places the shipyard in East Jacksonville. Martin,
City Makers, 39, 264n, pinpoints the location and traces the shipyard’s
history. The gunboat was not completely destroyed and parts of it were
used during the occupation to repair the U.S.S. Ellen, damaged in
action on the St. Johns. Lieutenant Stevens reported from Jacksonville
on April 3, 1862: “The Ellen is undergoing necessary repairs, which can
be done here at reasonable prices and by experienced workmen. The
rebels in destroying by fire the frame of a gunboat being built for their
service, under the direction of Farrand, late a command in the U. S.
Navy, left untouched the berth deck planking of the vessel, which is
now being used for repairing the Ellen’s hurricane deck.” Stevens to
S. F. Du Pont, April 3, 1862, ORN I:12, 698.
33. Robinson, “Account of Some of My Experiences,” 19-20. Some of the
southern property-owners joined with the Northerners and drove out
of town a band of incendiaries said to have been comprised largely of
men from Fernandina.
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who it was said were coming to burn the numerous sawmills and
the large quantity of lumber in our neighborhood” to prevent
their capture or use by the Federals.34
On March 11, the Federal expeditionary force— four gunboats,
two armed launches, and a transport with eight companies of
the 4th New Hampshire Regiment— arrived off the mouth of the
St. Johns. Colonel T. J. Whipple was in command for the army,
and Lieutenant T. H. Stevens was the senior naval officer present.
Having brought his ships safely over the bar, Stevens ordered a
halt while a party was sent ashore to reconnoiter. When it was
learned from runaway slaves that Fort Steele had been abandoned, a company of the 4th New Hampshire was landed to
occupy the works, an operation that lasted until dark, preventing
any further progress up the river. About the same time that
evening, a force estimated at approximately 500 Confederates,
commanded by Major Charles Hopkins, descended on Jacksonville with orders from General Trapier to destroy saw mills and
lumber, the railroad depot, and a foundry and machine shop to
deny their use to the enemy.35
The southern troops formed at the railroad depot (present
Clay and Adams streets), a short distance from the Judson House.
Word of their arrival spread like wildfire, and a “rough-looking
crowd” soon gathered. When it was verified that the troops had
orders to burn the saw mills, agitators among the civilians fired
the mob’s blood with the galling question, “Why should Southerners lose all they owned and Unionists remain in possession of
the town with their property intact?“36
Keene could have observed the gathering storm from the
windows of his nearby hotel, but he made no move to leave. For
Calvin Robinson, it was another story. As he remembered it, “a
neighbor who sympathized with secession, but who was very
friendly to me came running into the store and exclaimed, ‘Robinson, what did I tell you. Those Confederate troops, sent to
34. Ibid., 20, 29. Later, an aide-de-camp to General J. H. Trapier, overall
southern commander in East Florida. wrote Robinson stating that the
general had refused the pleas of these fire-brands to burn the Judson
House and other non-strategic Unionist properties, and had forbidden
such action.
35. Stevens to Du Pont, March 13, 1862, ORN I:12, 599; Martin, City Makers,
38-39.
36. Davis, History of Jacksonville, 356; Martin, City Makers, 39.
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burn the mills, are here at the depot and you have got to leave
at once, or you will not live to see another morning.’ I started
immediately for my house . . . [taking] time only to get my wife
and the two little boys with their young colored nurse, caught
a table cloth and threw into it what bread and cold cooked provisions were at hand, seized my traveling shawl and hurried
down to the store wharf and into a boat and had just gotten
out a few yards into the river when two columns of troops
marched down Bay Street and another down the back of the
town and in a few minutes the city was under close military
guard.“37
While Robinson fled with his family to safety across the river,
Otis Keene watched the Confederate troops file by the Judson
House. Soon, a group of southern men, some of them soldiers,
others business acquaintances who had enjoyed the Keene’s
hospitality at the Judson House, and in a few cases were in debt
for unpaid hotel bills, entered the hotel. It must have been a
tense moment for Mrs. Keene, but she retained her composure,
received the men politely, and inquired as to whether the hotel
was in danger. What followed comes from Calvin Robinson’s
pen:
“[They] set her fears all at rest by assuring her that there was
no truth in the reports that the hotel was to be burned, ordered
supper, and partook of one especially prepared under the superintendence of the hostess herself, whose heart was now light under
the assurance that their property was not to be destroyed. But
in less than one hour after they had finished their repast they
began their work of destruction by applying the torch to some
old buildings adjoining with a view to burning the hotel.
Mr. and Mrs. Keene, seeing their all was about to be destroyed, rushed to their private room, and began bringing out
some of their choice articles, among them a fine old mirror, a
valuable heirloom . . . which Mrs. Keene prized very highly. . . .
Seeing one of the . . . young men standing near, whom she had
fed that night . . . without price, and who had assured her that
her property would not be destroyed, she handed him the mirror
and begged him to carry it to a place of safety. He took the glass
from her hands and turning from her deliberately smashed it to
37.

Robinson, “Account of Some of My Experiences,” 22.
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fragments on his knees, and then ordered her not to move anything from the house.
Mr. Keene did, however, succeed in [saving some of the hotel’s
furnishings] . . . carrying them to a knoll some three hundred
yards west of the house, beyond reach of the flames, and he and
his good wife stood guard over them till the day dawned.“38
The Judson House was set on fire at nine p.m., and, while
the event was still fresh in his mind Keene stated that those responsible were “Rebel soldiers, commanded by Major Chas. F.
Hopkins.“39
Now the soldiers began the work of destruction in earnest,
applying torches to seven of the eight sawmills and their storage
sheds filled with millions of feet of cut lumber. The fires inflamed
the mob, which ran wild in the streets. Three Unionists were
killed, one shot dead in town, the others murdered while attempting to escape in small boats across the St. Johns.40 Among
those who fled in terror as the fires raged and the mob howled,
was Mayor Halstead H. Hoeg, whose life had been threatened.41
Across the river, hidden in high grass on the bank, the Robinsons and Frasers huddled together, watching in horror, and
waiting. In a letter written six days afterward, Mrs. Robinson
recalled: “We stood nearly all night where we could watch the
progress of the fires. We saw the torches pass up and down the
river among the mills, and finally stop at the end of the warehouse, and immediately . . . [it] was in flames. At the same time
we heard several guns, one after another; they were firing at . . .

38. Ibid., 29-30.
39. Miscellaneous Record Book, 1856-1866, September 4, 1862. Davis, History of Jacksonville, 118, attributes the fire to “a mob . . . of refugees
from Fernandina and Jacksonville.” Esgate, Jacksonville, 18, vaguely assumes that the military was to blame. Lt. Stevens of the U. S. Navy
reported that “property belonging to Northern men with suspected
Union proclivities, [was] burned by order of the rebel commander.”
Stevens to Du Pont, ORN I:12, 599. The New York Times, March 21,
1862, reported a dispatch from Flag Officer Du Pont dated March 15,
stating “The burning of the valuable mills and lumber, with the fine
hotel at Jacksonville. and the house of Mr. Robinson, a Union man, was
by order of the rebel General Trapier, who, after ingloriously leaving
with his forces from the town with very considerable means of defence
at hand, sent a large detachment back for this incendiary purpose on
discovering that our gunboats” [were delayed at the bar].
40. Martin, City Makers, 40.
41. New York Times, April 2, 1862.
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[two Unionists who] escaped in a boat . . . and as they left the
wharf they [the mob] fired ten or twelve times.“42
The warehouse which was set afire was Robinson’s own,
burned with his store and wharf after the mob had broken into
and looted them. Other stores, warehouses, wharves, and some
homes belonging to Northerners were also put to the torch.
“Soon, all of these were in flames and their light reflected back
from the sky, then overcast with heavy clouds, was a fearful sight
to look upon. The whole heavens seemed like billows of flames.
That was a hideous night,” Robinson said.43
It was especially hideous for the Keenes as they stood watching the Judson House burn while they guarded the pitiful pile
of furniture they had managed to salvage from the hotel. Fortunately, their position near the railroad depot was on the western
outskirts of the town, far removed from the center of activity
where the mobs were shooting, looting, and burning. But the
Keenes must have been terrified as the sawmills flared up along
the waterfront, followed by the fires closer in town as torches
were put to Robinson’s properties and other structures. Only a
heavy rain around midnight saved Jacksonville from widespread
destruction that night as the flames spread from one flimsy
wooden structure to another. The Keenes remained at their vigil
until dawn revealed the smouldering ruins of the Judson House.
At that time, according to Calvin Robinson, “as the band of ruffians, who had perpetrated the pillages and burning in the city,
departed on the train at daybreak, they left one more evidence
of their style of chivalry, by firing a volley at these inoffensive
people— Mr. Keene and his wife— from the cars as they moved out
of the depot, and one of the bullets passed through the brim of
the hat which Mrs. Keene was wearing.“44 Keene would never
forget that night. Four years later he would exclaim, “What
would again tempt me to pass through it all again?“45
The arrival of Union gunboats the next morning ended the
terror. Thoroughly frightened by this time, Keene felt “relieved
. . . from our imprisonment from rebel despotism” and cheered
42. Robinson, “Account of Some of My Experiences,” 37. The letter was
published in the Boston Journal on March 30, 1862. Mrs. Robinson
dated it March 17.
43. Ibid., 23.
44. ibid., 29-30.
45. Diaries, March 11, 1866.
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“by the sight of the glorious Old Flag once more.“46 Across the
river, Robinson and Judge Fraser, with their families, were
ecstatic on sighting the first Union ships. “Never did greater joy
more suddenly take possession of hearts in greater despondency,”
Robinson wrote. Flying a flag of truce, he rowed with Judge
Fraser to the gunboat Isaac Smith, where both men were received with hearty congratulations for their “escape” and treated
by Navy officers to wine, crackers, and cake.47
Elsewhere in town that day, other citizens were making early
contacts with the Federals. Sheriff Frederick Leuders, fearing the
gunboats might shell the undefended town, waved a white
handkerchief in token of surrender, and a boat was lowered from
one of the warships to bring some officers and men ashore to discuss the situation with him. Meanwhile, Judge S. L. Burritt, a
Unionist, had rowed out to the gunboat Ottawa, flagship of the
naval force, and under a flag of truce surrendered the town to
Lieutenant Stevens, the senior naval officer in command.48
Other Unionists who made initial contacts with the Federals
carried the news that Jacksonville was undefended. They pleaded
for protection and pressed claims of a large body of loyal citizens
in the area. Impressed, Lieutenant Stevens called a council of war
aboard the Ottawa, which was attended by the senior army and
navy officers present. Robinson, invited to address the council,
“urged upon them the fact that there were many citizens in
Jacksonville who were loyal to the Old Flag; or would be should
the threatening power of the Confederacy be lifted from them.”
A brief consultation followed, according to Robinson, during
which Stevens revealed that the Federal force “had no orders to
occupy the city.” Under the circumstances, however, “it was the
unanimous judgment of the officers that they ought to land and
take possession of the town,” Robinson added. That decision
being made, “the signal was given and amid the cheering strains
of ‘Yankee Doodle’from the bands, the troops on board the gun46. Ibid., March 12, 1866.
47. Robinson, “Account of Some of My Experiences,” 26-28.
48. Davis, History of Jacksonville, 118, quotes Leuders as believing he had
surrendered the town to the commander of the fleet after signing the
necessary papers. Lt. Stevens, in his official report, states that “On our
arrival at this place [Jacksonville] the corporate authorities, through
S. L. Burritt, esq., came off with a flag of truce and gave up the town.”
Stevens to Du Pont, March 13, 1862, ORN I:12, 599.
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boats, consisting of the 4th New Hampshire Regiment and a large
number of Marines, landed and took possession of the city,
Colonel Whipple commanding.“49
A New York Times correspondent reported that it had been
a year since so many ships were in port, and the presence of
hundreds of sailors and soldiers with ready cash in hand, sent
merchants scurrying back to their shops in the hope of unloading
merchandise they had given up as lost just a few hours earlier.50
The promise of a business revival, however brief, prompted
some southern merchants who had remained in town, to step
forward and declare their allegiance to the Union. Others, like
Keene, who had been undecided, now embraced the “old flag”
eagerly. For Keene, there was nothing else to do. His friends were
scattered, his hotel destroyed, and he lived with the memory of
those horrible moments, fraught with malice and deceit, when
those he trusted had burned the Judson House after promising
not to, and others had shot at his wife.
Despite the presence of the Federal troops the danger was not
over. Calvin Robinson was told that “the Rebels would give
more to catch me and one other prominent citizen here, than so
many of the highest Federal officers in this place.“51 Other civilians feared a raid by “regulators”— guerillas who, it was believed,
were planning an attack on the town to complete the work of
destruction begun by the mob on the eve of the occupation.
When this rumor persisted, there was a clamor for guns among
the townspeople, and even women were said to have “seized
arms” and joined in an all-night vigil. But the “regulators” never
came. 52
While the Federals dug in, destroying some buildings to clear
lines of fire or prevent their use by snipers, tension mounted
among the civilian population as people began to speculate on
49. Robinson, “Account of Some of My Experiences,” 28.
50. New York Times, April 2, 1862, gives an unusually good and lengthy
report, which is accurate and comprehensive, in its summary of the
entire course of the Jacksonville occupation from March 12.
51. Robinson, “Account of Some of My Experiences,” 33.
52. New York Times, April 2, 1862. For a time the Robinsons slept in a
warehouse under protection of the Union gunboats. Later, they shifted
residence from one vacant house to another out of fear that the “regulators” were planning to infiltrate the Federal lines and attempt to
kidnap or kill them. Robinson, “Account of Some of My Experiences,”
42.
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their fate in the event of a military withdrawal.53 Some Southerners who had remained in town to protect their property now
realized the error of their ways and applied for safe passage
54
through the Federal lines. Other residents who refused to leave,
or had no means to do so, made it clear to Union officers that
they feared reprisals unless the occupation continued or they
were provided safe passage North when the troops left. “They
do not fear us, but their own people,” Lieutenant Stevens observed in a report to his superior . 55 Both he and Colonel Whipple
urged the inhabitants to organize a loyal state government, and
Whipple went so far as to declare to Calvin Robinson that “the
United States would send a force sufficient to sustain us, if it took
thirty-thousand men.“56
These developments were reported to Brigadier General
Thomas W. Sherman at Hilton Head, South Carolina, then
senior commander of Federal forces in Florida, Georgia, and
South Carolina. As a result, Sherman visited Jacksonville in midMarch to assess the situation personally. He was greeted by a
delegation of citizens, among them Otis Keene, and given a warm
welcome. Then, on March 19, 1862, Keene, Robinson, Burritt,
Mayor Hoeg, Judge Fraser, and others, conferred with the general aboard a navy troop transport anchored off Jacksonville.
There, according to the New York Times, the delegation “described the condition of the town during the past year, the destruction of its once flourishing trade, the forced enlistment of
its young men, the suffering of all classes, and the culmination
of its miseries, inflicted by the ravages of the Regulators. They
proclaimed their anxiety for the restoration of the United States
Government and assured Gen. Sherman that a similar sentiment
was wide-spread throughout this region of the State.“57
Robinson, “Account of Some of My Experiences,” 33. No reliable estimate of damages was made, although Robinson guessed that total losses
connected with the first occupation were in the neighborhood of $200,000.
One newspaper correspondent thought the destruction was extensive and
“noted with special regret the wantonness of the [occupation] troops in
destroying, by hacking with sword and bayonet, the rare shrubbery and
ornamental plants” which had adorned the town. Esgate, Jacksonville,
18.
54. Wright to W. G. M. Davis, April 2, 1862, ORA I:VI, 127.
55. Stevens to Du Pont, March 13, 1862, ORN I:12, 599-600; New York Times,
March 21, 1862.
56. Robinson, “Account of Some of My Experiences,” 39.
57. New York Times, April 2, 1862; Robinson, “Account of Some of My
Experiences,” 39.
53.
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General Sherman replied with an admission that although
there had been no intention to hold Jacksonville initially, the
presence of such an apparently large number of loyal citizens in
and around the town might influence national policy in respect
to future action. He then requested that the exact number of
loyal citizens in town be ascertained, the implication being that
if there were enough of them to justify a change of policy in
regard to Jacksonville, the army might consider this.58 That
evening, notices were posted throughout the town calling on all
loyal citizens to register their names at the office of the Provost
Marshal. The register was opened at 8:30 on the morning of
March 20, 1862, and by ten o’clock there were eighty-two names
subscribed, and Keene’s was among them.59
A half hour later about 100 loyal citizens met at the courthouse, Judge Philip Fraser presiding. There, amidst grim and
intense debate, Calvin Robinson was elected chairman, and Otis
Keene, secretary, of a committee to write an appropriate proclamation. A statement was drafted quickly denouncing secession
and “the terrors of unrestrained popular and military despotism”
and a call was issued for “a convention of all loyal citizens” in
Florida to be held in Jacksonville “for the purpose of organizing a [loyal] State Government of the State of Florida.” The
proclamation was signed by Fraser, Robinson, and Keene.60
A journalist covering the meeting reported: “It was not attempted to induce the Floridians to return to the Union; the
movement originated among themselves, and forced a response
from the commanding General.“61 That response came in the
form of a proclamation signed by General Sherman and adSherman to Adjutant-General U.S. Army, March 25, 1862, ORA I:VI,
250. General Sherman reported to the war department on March 25,
1862, that after understanding the political situation in Jacksonville, and
the “reign of terror” the Union men were being subjected to, he ordered
the town reinforced. He also expressed “the sanguine hope that Florida
will soon be regenerated.” See also Robinson, “Account of Some of My
Experiences,” 39.
59. Robinson, “Account of Some of My Experiences,” 39.
60. ORA I:VI, 251-52, publishes the proclamation in full, as does Davis,
History of Jacksonville, 119-20. See also, New York Times, March 31,
April 2, 1862. In the latter it was reported that those who attended this
meeting felt they were “taking their lives in their hands in thus openly
avowing Union sentiments for the first time in Florida for more than a
year.” Nevertheless, the proclamation was endorsed “in the heartiest
manner.”
61. New York Timer, April 2, 1862.
55.
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dressed “To the People of East Florida.” This guaranteed protection to loyal citizens “in all their rights within the meaning
and spirit of the Constitution of the United States,” and concluded with the recommendation, “that in every city, town, and
precinct, you assemble in your primary and sovereign capacity;
that you there throw off that sham government which has been
forced upon you; swear true fidelity and allegiance to the Constitution of the United States, and organize your government and
elect your officers in the good old way of the past.“62
The Jacksonville Unionists sent copies of their own proclamation through the Federal lines to other communities where they
thought loyal sentiments were strong. Copies also were dispatched
by Union gunboats to the occupied towns of Fernandina and St.
Augustine. In each case, delegates were invited to Jacksonville
to attend a convention, or Union meeting, on March 24, 1862,
for the purpose of establishing a loyal state government.63 Keene’s
signature on the proclamation carried him over his own Southern
Rubicon. There could be no turning back now for him or for
anyone openly associated with the loyalist movement.
As March 24 drew near, the New York reporter on the scene
observed: “The citizens manifested the greatest satisfaction, invited the National officers to their houses and tables, [and] introduced them to their families. . . . They seemed never tired of the
endeavor to convince the Nationals that their loyalty was real.
They insisted that the Union sentiment was shared by thousands
of others; that many of the rebel troops are ready to desert.”
The New York Times man said he personally saw “half a score”
of Confederate soldiers come into Jacksonville on one afternoon
to take the oath of allegiance. He added that the triangle formed
by Fernandina, Baldwin, and Jacksonville was “especially full of
loyal people” who were “anxious to be relieved from the results
of the rebellion.“64
Lieutenant Stevens reported that he believed the inhabitants
along the St. Johns River for 250 miles above Jacksonville were
62. ORA I:VI, 251.
63. Robinson, “Account of Some of My Experiences,” 40, tells of one “old
patriot of St. Augustine,” a blacksmith and part-time preacher named
Whiting, who “lost his life in his zeal to get these documents to the
interior of Volusia County.” Caught in the forest with incriminating
documents on him, he was hung from a tree.
64. New York Times, April 2, 1862.
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“for the most part quite peaceable and apparently well disposed
toward their old flag.” This assessment was made on the basis of
gunboat reconaissances as far south as Palatka and above that
point along the river. One gunboat commander who had cruised
the St. Johns to Dunn’s Lake reported that “all along the route
the people would come out, claiming protection, waving white
flags from their houses, and declaring themselves heartily sick of
the rebel rule.“65
On March 24, as scheduled, the second “Union meeting” was
held at the courthouse in Jacksonville, attended by local citizens
and delegates from throughout Northeast Florida. Robinson was
elected chairman, Keene, secretary, and a Committee of Five was
appointed to draft a resolution calling for a convention to be
held in Jacksonville, April 10, for the purpose of “reorganizing
the civil authority” in Florida.66 On the day following this meeting the navy transport Cosmopolitan returned to port carrying
a regiment of the 97th Pennsylvania Volunteers, under Colonel
Henry R. Grisse, to reinforce the Jacksonville garrison. General
Wright also was aboard, having come from Fernandina to assume command of what was now termed “Hdqrs. Third Brigade,
Expeditionary Corps.“67 The arrival of these reinforcements was
interpreted as meaning that the Federal command now intended
to hold Jacksonville. This, in turn, encouraged citizens who had
remained silent to this point to speak out. Before long, Calvin
Robinson was receiving daily “congratulations and assurances
from planters and others, from Mandarin, Clay County and
various other directions [and] from parties coming through the
lines.” Overjoyed, Robinson reported “that nearly the whole
country was in sympathy with us, and would support us, and
would exhibit their support just as far as their safety from the
rebel troops . . . would permit.“68
Stevens to Du Pont, April 3, 1862, ORN I:12, 698; New York Times,
April 2, 1862.
66. Robinson, “Account of Some of My Experiences,” 41; Esgate, Jacksonville, 19. Named to the five-man committee were Judge Fraser, John W.
Price, C. S. Emery, Dr. J. D. Mitchell, and Joseph Remington.
67. Wright to Davis, April 2, 1862, ORA I:VI, 127; Sherman to AdjutantGeneral U. S. Army, March 25, 1862, ORA I:VI, 250; Wright to Louis
H. Pelouze, March 25, 1862, ORA I:VI, 253. Esgate, Jacksonville, 19,
says these troops were “quartered in buildings opposite the residence
of O. L. Keene.” This would have been a temporary residence, location
now unknown.
68. Robinson, “Account of Some of My Experiences,” 41.
65.
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The Confederates, fully aware of what was going on in Jacksonville, and further alarmed by the reinforcement of the Federal garrison, began concentrating troops in the area. By March
31, according to General Wright, elements of the 3rd and 4th
Florida Regiments, the 5th Davis Cavalry, and the 1st Florida
Battalion, were massing about ten miles north of Jacksonville—
2,700 men in all. In addition, word had filtered through to
Wright’s headquarters that the Confederates intended to return
the 1st and 2nd Florida Regiments to the area, or possibly send
two Georgia regiments to join in a move on Jacksonville. Accordingly, General Wright requested that two additional Federal
regiments be sent to him. “I shall, of course, hold this point to
the last against any force that may be brought by the enemy,
and am entirely confident, with the aid of the gunboats now here,
of making a successful defense,” General Wright reported in an
official estimate of the situation which made no mention of a
possible withdrawal.69
Although the Confederates mounted a campaign of “annoyances” against the Federals, which were little more than attacks on picket lines and foraging parties, there seemed to be no
reason for Jacksonville’s Unionists to believe the town, or their
position, was in serious jeapordy.70
While work went on to receive delegates for the April 10
Union meeting, General Wright continued to take actions which
encouraged the illusion of a permanent occupation. He suggested
that a district judge and marshal be appointed to reside at Jacksonville, and that a postmaster be selected to serve the troops in
the vicinity, as well as the people of Fernandina and St. Augustine. The general also sought permission to allow loyal planters in the vicinity of Jacksonville to bring their cotton into the
69. Wright to Pelouze, March 31, 1862, ORA I:VI, 125-26. A report to the
war department in Washington, March 25, 1862, stated that there were
sixteen companies of infantry in Jacksonville, and another company
with a battery of artillery at the mouth of the St. Johns. The guns
of the Union warships on the river, of course, provided the major
firepower, and the Confederate lines were established beyond their
range, ten miles north of the town. Sherman to Adjutant-General U. S.
Army, March 25, 1862, ORA I:VI, 250.
70. W. S. Dilworth to T. A. Washington, April 15, 1862, ORA I:VI, 131;
Wright to Pelouze, March 25, 1862, ORA I:VI, 253. In the most serious
attack on Federal outposts, Confederates reported four Union soldiers
killed and three taken prisoner. The Union version reported only one
man killed, another badly wounded, and three taken prisoner.
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town for shipment and sale in the North— an indication of a return to some semblance of business normality.71 At the same time,
General Wright’s troops were erecting a battery of guns on the
outskirts of Jacksonville as “additional protection”— a measure
which no doubt was interpreted by civilians as indicative of the
occupation’s permanency.72
Other observors, however, were thinking along entirely different lines. Chief among these was Major General David Hunter,
who was to have the final say. On March 15, 1862, General
Hunter was assigned to the command of a new Federal Department of the South, covering Florida, Georgia, and South Carolina, with headquarters at Hilton Head, South Carolina. Soon
afterward Hunter began studyin g troop dispositions in his command and came to the conclusion that his lines were over-extended. His solution to the problem, based primarily on military
factors, was to deliver a cruel blow to the people of Jacksonville.
The general reasoned that, whereas Fernandina and St. Augustine could be approached more or less directly from the sea,
and with their fortifications provided an ample base for the control of Northeast Florida, the occupation of Jacksonville served
no useful military purpose. Consequently, on April 2, he ordered
Jacksonville evacuated in order that the troops there could be
used to reinforce the garrisons at Fernandina and St. Augustine.
Federal commanders at these two anchor points, Hunter stipulated, were to offer as much protection as possible to loyal citizens
in Northeast Florida, particularly Jacksonville. The Navy was to
assist in this plan by keeping its gunboats patrolling the St.
Johns, offering their protection when requested or needed by the
71.

Wright to Pelouze, April 3, 1862, ORA I:VI, 129, reports that municipal
government in Jacksonville was restored immediately following the occupation on March 12, 1862.
72. Stevens to Du Pont, April 3, 1862, ORN I:12, 698. The guns for this
battery had been abandoned at St. Johns Bluff when the Duval County
Cowboys evacuated that position. Six cannon were found at the Bluff
March 12, 1862, when the U.S.S. Ellen, commanded by Master William
Budd, was sent there to investigate. Three of these guns were spiked— a
3-inch rifled gun, a 4.2-inch smoothbore, and “an old English 24-pound
iron gun, on field carriage.” Three other pieces apparently had been
sunk in the St. Johns and were recovered in serviceable condition. These
included two VIII-inch columbiads with barbette carriages and a 4.2inch rifled gun, all “in good order,” according to Master Budd. All of
the guns were salvaged and transported to Jacksonville, with the exception of the old 24-pounder, which was blown up. For Budd’s report
see Budd to Stevens, March 13, 1862, ORN I:12, 699.
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civilian population. It was General Hunter’s opinion that with
the aid of these gunboats and “with proper efforts on the part
of the inhabitants themselves,” Jacksonville might be held by its
own people against the Confederate force outside the town.73
Hunter’s order, probably dispatched by gunboat from Hilton
Head, did not reach Jacksonville until April 6, at which time
military preparations for the evacuation were begun. However, it
was not until April 7— only three days before the scheduled
Union meeting— that General Wright revealed Jacksonville’s impending fate to the community. This the general did in a brief,
matter-of-fact notice which reported his orders to abandon Jacksonville, along with General Hunter’s promise to aid and protect
loyal citizens, and to conduct “fourfold” retaliation or reprisals
against rebels who perpetrated any “outrages” against those
74
civilians who remained behind. Calvin Robinson’s reaction to
this turn of events was typical: “The first intimation I had of
this order came through an officer of General Wright’s staff, who
called at my house at nine o’clock in the evening of the 7th, and
informed me that the town would be evacuated the next day at
ten o’clock. This intelligence fell on our ears like a death
knell. . . . For months we had been in terror, threatened and
persecuted, worn out with anxiety and watching, driven at last
into the woods, and our property pillaged and burned, then,
anon, rescued from our peril, and hope revived. . . . How suddenly like a thunder bolt from the clear sky, this order comes,
crashing to earth the last hope, and banishing us from our homes
and few comforts saved from the wreck and sending us out,
refugees and wanderers, we knew not where. . . . The announcement stunned us.“75
Robinson was luckier than other Unionists who learned the
grim news that evening. With the help of Colonel Grisse, a personal friend as well as commanding officer of the 97th Pennsylvania Volunteers, space was secured for Robinson’s personal belongings aboard a sutler’s schooner, the Anna C. Leavett, which
was preparing that night to sail for New York. Colonel Grisse
73. H. W. Benthan to Wright, April 2, 1862, ORA I:VI, 127-28; “General
Orders, No. 26,” March 15, 1862, ORA I:VI, 248; “General Orders, No.
1,” March 31, 1862, ORA I:VI, 257-58.
74. Wright to Ely, April 13, 1862, ORA I:VI, 124-25; “Notice,” April 7,
1862, ORA I:VI, 129.
75. Robinson, “Account of Some of My Experiences,” 42.
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even sent men to help pack and cart Robinson’s belongings to
the ship, completing the hasty job by midnight. The next morning, Robinson and Judge Fraser, with their families, boarded the
Union gunboat Seneca at the invitation of its commanding officer, Lieutenant Daniel Ammen, who was also a friend; and at
nine a.m. the ship steamed out of port for Hilton Head and
safety. Behind him Robinson left a town in “great commotion”
as other families, with friends less fortunately placed, rushed
their preparations to evacuate.76
Those wishing to go north to Fernandina were assigned space
on the transport Cosmopolitan; those heading south to St. Augustine were sent aboard the Belvidere. In no case were the civilians given more than ten hours notice, and, said one observer,
“it was sad to see them hurrying down to the wharf, each carrying some article too precious to forsake. Books, boxes, valises,
portraits, pictures, packages of clothes, pet canaries and mockingbirds were most frequently seen. Stout-hearted and stylish officers relieving Dinahs [Negro servants and slaves] of their little
charges and leading . . . [children] added a humane and praiseworthy ludicrousness to the melancholy scene.“77
Among those preparing for exile were the Keenes. The belongings they carried aboard the Cosmopolitan included a few
pieces of silver, some bedding, carpeting, a piano, and various
items of furniture, most of it the property of the Judson House.
Somehow, Keene managed to find a place for this property although cargo space was at a minimum. In fact, a considerable
amount of captured military equipment and stores had to be
abandoned to make room for the refugees’ belongings. This
materiel was destroyed as the troops began embarking around
noon. By two p.m. the embarkation was completed, and the gangways were hauled aboard the transports. The civilian passengers—
men, women and children— crowded the railings to stare out over
the town, some with tears in their eyes, others with shock as
their world seemed to be collapsing around them. On the wharf
below, and at various points in town, smoke rose from the piles
of burning military contraband being left behind, and a wind,
blowing suddenly, began to whip the rising black plumes across
76. Ibid., 42-43.
77. Davis, Civil War and Reconstruction in Florida, 253.
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the sky and lash the river into a froth of white turbulence. The
wind proved so strong it was impossible to move the transports
away from the wharves until sunset— too late to order a move
down the tricky channel of the St. Johns. Under the circumstances, Lieutenant Stevens decided to lay off the town until morning, a decision General Wright welcomed, since it tended to dispel
any appearance of a “hasty retreat.” Not until six o’clock on the
morning of April 10 did the small fleet move out under escort
of the gunboats Pembrina, Ottawa, and Ellen. Following in their
wake were the transports Cosmopolitan and Belvidere, the yachts
America and Son of Malta, and five schooners, among them the
Anna C. Leavett, carrying Calvin Robinson’s belongings. As the
ships got underway those on board watched Confederate troops
move into position along Bay Street and the Jacksonville waterfront. But no civilians remained in sight on shore to see them
off .78
Aboard the transport Cosmopolitan were 200 civilians; possibly that many or more sailed on the Belvidere. How many remained behind was never determined, but a Confederate officer
under flag of truce two weeks later reported that “many” civilians
were still in Jacksonville, including women and children. On
April 28, Lieutenant J. Glendy Sproston of the Federal gunboat
Seneca, visited Jacksonville and reported: “I observed while on
shore that the stores . . . were closed; the place having generally
a deserted air. I did not see more than fifty soldiers off duty, and
the sentry posts were at long intervals. Nothing appertaining to
great guns or field artillery was visible.” By April 30, according
to Lieutenant Daniel Ammen, commanding the Seneca, Jacksonville “had every appearance of being almost entirely deserted.”
That summer, Jacksonville would become little more than a
ghost town.79
The population had scattered, some to remain in Florida;
others, like the Keenes, to return to their former homes in the
North. Still other would find their destinies on battlefields across
the face of the land. Some would never return; most of the peo78. Wright to Ely, April 13, 1862, ORA I:VI, 124-23; Esgate, Jacksonville,
20; Thomas Frederick Davis, History of Early Jacksonville, Florida
(Jacksonville, 1911), 168.
79. The Federal observations of Jacksonville were made under flag of truce.
Ammen to Du Pont, May 3, 1862, ORN I:12, 748-50; Sproston to Ammen,
April 28, 1862, ORN I:12, 751.
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View of Jacksonville, corner Bay and Ocean streets, during Federal oc.
cupation, 1864. (National Archives)
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ple would remain in exile for three long years before they saw
Jacksonville again.80
Reflections on their fate must surely have occupied the
thoughts of most of the refugees aboard the Cosmopolitan and
Belvidere as the tiny Federal fleet made its way toward the mouth
of the St. Johns on April 10. It took eight hours to reach Mayport, and, after a short delay to pick up the troops who had been
holding Fort Steele, the fleet proceeded across the bar at three
p.m. and then dispersed. The gunboats remained behind with
the yacht America, 81 the Belvidere turned south for St. Augustine,
and the Cosmopolitan headed north for Fernandina, arriving
there at 7:30 that night. On the following day, General Wright
penned a report to his superiors in which he reviewed the plight
of the Jacksonville refugees: “The necessity for the withdrawal
of the troops from Jacksonville is to be regretted. . . . These
persons could not remain behind with their families with any
safety, the enemy having threatened the lives of all who should
show us the least favor or even remain in town after our occupation. . . . Many of these people have abandoned all, and are
without other means than the worthless paper currency in circulation before our arrival. Their condition not only appeals
strongly to our sympathies, but they have a claim to present assistance from the Government . . . which owes them aid and protection. . . . I have accordingly instructed the commander . . .

80. Jacksonville was occupied a second time in October 1862, and a third
time in March 1863. The fourth and final occupation, leading to the
Battle of Olustee, began in February 1864, and continued until the end
of the war. During that final occupation many citizens returned to the
town, especially after it became clear that the South had lost the war.
By that time much of antebellum Jacksonville had been destroyed,
partly to make way for fortifications or to clear lines of fire, partly as
the result of sporadic artillery duels, and in large part by fires set by
Federal troops when they evacuated the town for the third time in
1863. See Martin, City Makers, 46-53; 70-74.
81. Wright to Ely, April 13, 1862, ORA I:VI, 124-25; Stevens to Du Pont,
April 3, 1862, ORN I:12, 697-99; Stevens to P. Drayton, April 3, 1862,
ORN I:12, 705-06; Stevens to Drayton, April 13, 1862, ORN I:12, 739-40;
Ammen to Du Pont, May 3, 1862, ORN I:12, 748-50. The gunboats remained on station blockading the river mouth and patrolling the St.
Johns for some weeks. The America was convoyed to Port Royal a few
days after the Cosmopolitan left for Fernandina. It was the intention
of the Navy to keep at least two gunboats patrolling the St. Johns “from
Mayport to Palatka, to insure protection from lawless marauders to the
inhabitants living on its borders.”
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[at Fernandina] to cause provisions to be issued to such as need
them.“82
Most of the refugees aboard the Cosmopolitan, including the
Keenes, remained aboard the transport for the week they were
in Fernandina waiting for transportation North to be arranged.
Other refugees, including the Robinsons and Frasers, who had
arrived earlier by boat or on foot, slept in crowded, makeshift
shelters ashore, as many as thirteen in a small room. It was a
grim experience, particularly for those people who had managed
to bring little or nothing away from their homes. The Keenes
were more fortunate than most. The furniture and belongings
they had managed to salvage eventually would bring them more
than $500 in greenbacks, and by September of 1862 Keene’s cash
accounts would show a balance of $3,494.35— a large sum for the
times.83
On April 17, 1862, Flag Officer Samuel F. Du Pont sent word
to Fernandina that the Florida refugees there who wished to go
North could embark on the transport Star of the South, bound
for New York. Among those who sailed with her shortly afterward were the Robinsons, Frasers, and Keenes, in company with
Fernandina Provost Marshal, Colonel J. F. Hall, a native New
Yorker. Colonel Hall saw to it that the refugees were greeted
warmly when they arrived in New York. Newspapers carried
lengthy accounts of their ordeal; hotel-keepers offered free rooms
for as long as necessary; the city council allocated $1,000 for relief; and the New York Board of Trade raised enough additional
money to provide each family a cash payment of $150-$250.84
The publicity generated by the plight of the Jacksonville
refugees focused national attention on the abortive Federal expedition on the St. Johns. Influential Northerners demanded to
know why a town occupied by so many loyal citizens had been
evacuated by choice, as opposed to enemy action. The question
was raised, what could justify the abandonment of Jacksonville
when its residents already had taken the first steps toward reorganizing a loyal state government in Florida? Congress re82. Wright to Ely, April 13, 1862, ORA I:VI, 125.
83. Diaries, April 9, 1863; Miscellaneous Records Book, 1856-1866; Robinson,
“Account of Some of My Experiences,” 44-45.
84. Robinson, “Account of Some of My Experiences,” 45; New York Herald,
April 22, 1862.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol53/iss1/3

34

Martin: Defeat in Victory: Yankee Experience in Early Civil War Jacksonvi
D EFEAT

IN

V ICTORY

31

acted on April 24, when the House of Representatives passed a
resolution directing Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton to “communicate all the facts and circumstances . . . in regard to the late
evacuation of Jacksonville.” Unmoved by the controversy, Stanton replied in a letter of April 28 to Galusha A. Grow, speaker
of the House, stating that he had been instructed by President
Lincoln “to say that Jacksonville was evacuated by the orders of
the commanding general . . . for reasons which it is not deemed
campatible with the public interest at present to disclose.“85
There the matter rested officially; but soon afterwards Calvin
Robinson and several other Florida men visiting in Washington
managed to extract some unofficial admissions from high sources
which shed more light on the unfortunate incident: “We soon
found that the evacuation of Jacksonville was looked upon by
the authorities . . . as a great blunder and greatly regretted, by
none more than the noble President, Abraham Lincoln. On
calling upon President Lincoln, he assured us that he looked
upon the movement in that light and said it was done without
orders from the War Department, and that it was a great mistake and he was sorry it had occurred; that, in his opinion, the
point should have been held and made a base of operations for
the center of our State; that it should be retaken again as soon
as troops could be spared from other operations for the duty.“86
Robinson would return to Florida as a United States Direct
Tax Commissioner with headquarters at Fernandina. Throughout 1863, however, he remained active as part of a small and
vocal group of Floridians who agitated in the North for a permanent occupation of Jacksonville and the restoration of a loyal
government there. His efforts were to help pave the way for the
fourth and final occupation of the town, early in 1864, which led
to the decisive defeat of a Federal army in the Battle of Olustee,
the only major clash of arms in Florida during the war.
As for Otis Keene, after 1862 the course of the war in Florida
no longer had a direct bearing on him. As soon as arrangements
85. Stanton to Galusha A. Grow, April 28, 1862, ORA I:VI, 131. That the
move on Jacksonville was intended originally “for purposes of reconaissance” (Wright to Sherman, March 7, 1862, ORA I:VI, 239) and that
the occupation overextended Federal strength (Benham to Wright,
April 2, 1862, ORA I:VI, 127-28), were major factors in the decision to
abandon the town.
86. Robinson, “Account of Some of My Experiences,” 46.
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could be made to dispose of the Judson House furnishings in his
care, he returned to his hometown of Bremen, Maine. There,
within two months, he secured appointment in the Maine State
Militia as an orderly sergeant. In that capacity, during the late
summer of 1862, he was ordered by Major General William T.
Titcomb, to begin enrolling the militia for induction into state
and national service. The enrollment was completed on July 17,
1862, and on that date fifty-five of the 150 men on the company’s
roster assembled at School House Number 3 in Bremen to elect
officers. Ultimately mustered into the famous 20th Maine Regiment, the Bremen militia carried five of Keene’s brothers on the
rolls, two of them as officers, and three of whom would lose their
lives in the war.87
Keene, however, was not to experience combat. Soon after
the Bremen company was organized, he resigned or was discharged from the service, and by September 1862 he was in
Washington petitioning for a federal job. Shortly thereafter,
Keene was appointed to a clerkship in the treasury department,
and in December 1862 he moved with his wife to Washington.
There he would remain until the end of the war, a witness in
the nation’s wartime capital to events that would haunt him for
the rest of his life.88
87. Miscellaneous Records Book, 1856-1866, records Keene’s militia experience and contains the complete roster of the company.
88. Jacksonville Metropolis, September 26, 1910.
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